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Introduction

In recent decades, the media have played a significant role in promoting and
establishing the concept of sustainability in society (Newig et al., 2013). In today’s
world, companies have an increasing need to genuinely communicate their
environmental commitment to gain consumer awareness and recognition of their
credibility (Correia et al., 2023). TikTok, with its distinctive communicative style
characterised by highly visual, vernacular, and meme-based content (Hautea et al.,
2021), emerges as a particularly effective channel for addressing companies'
communication needs, especially through the narratives shaped by green influencers.
However, the actual willingness of these narratives to challenge the capitalist neoliberal
logic has been questioned in the literature.

Theoretical framework

Influencers, initially centred on commercial promotion (Colucci & Pedroni, 2022), have
increasingly begun voicing their opinions on matters of social interest. This blurs the line
between digital activism and influence culture. Green influencers are emerging,
committed to raising public awareness of sustainability (Abell & Pittman, 2021). Their
ability to promote behaviours (Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2022) is also evidenced by
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companies choosing to work with them as part of wider green marketing practices (Kan
et al., 2024). Scientific research organisations have recently collaborated with
influencers, leading some authors to highlight the pedagogical aspect of
sustainability-focused content aimed at informing younger generations (Huber, 2022) .
Moreover, the utilisation of the modes of communication offered by TikTok,
characterised by a highly visual, vernacular, and meme-based form (Zeng et al., 2021)
do not necessarily result in a simplifications of the topics addressed; rather, they
manifest the potential of the platform, according to Huber et al. (2022). However, the
practices of green influencers also seem to be shaped by neoliberal logics, reflecting a
paradoxical ideological tension as they seek both to oppose the market and to gain a
role within it. This critique aligns with the claim that the green economy narrative itself
can be seen as a continuation of neoliberal capitalism, where nature is privatised and
commercialised (Cooke et al., 2022). This process maintains the hegemony of
neoliberal capitalism under the guise of sustainable development and contributes to
withdrawing attention from the social and political dimensions of sustainability (Wanner,
2014). In light of the increasing interest among TikTok users in environmental issues
(TikTok Creative Center, 2022) and the potential offered by digital affordances (boyd,
2011; Davis, 2020) to shape the multifaceted outcome of user behaviour (Niedderer et
al., 2016), it is crucial to recognize the importance of investing in sustainable
communication through a mutually beneficial approach that considers the interests of all
parties involved (Kumar et al., 2013). Therefore, this study aims to explore how
companies combine sustainable communication and product sponsorship in
collaborations with green influencers on TikTok.

Method

The purpose of this paper is to provide an explanatory analysis of how companies
communicate their environmental commitment. We ask: (Q1) Who are the main actors
and what are the central themes used in this form of communication? (Q2) What are the
recurring narratives in the collaboration between companies and green influencers to
promote sustainability?

A content and thematic analysis was carried out, according to the framework adopted in
the research by Basch et al. (2023) and Jones et al. (2023), on 45 videos published by
green influencers on TikTok.

All selected content clearly indicates a paid collaboration, as signalled by the ad
disclosure claim. The use of hashtags has facilitated the identification of content related
to the topic. At the time of the study, February 2024, the most popular were
#sustainability (374.1K posts), followed by #ecofriendly (579.5K posts) and #zerowaste
(244.2K posts). To ensure a more comprehensive data set, we used two different VPNs,
one based in the UK and the other in the US. After merging the datasets and removing
duplicates, the first 15 videos for each hashtag were selected following the selection
method originally adopted by Cheng and Zeng (2023). In particular, we selected the
videos with the highest views. This effectively captures TikTok's virality dynamics



emphasised by Hautea et al. (2021). The focus was on an open and inductive thematic
analysis of the narratives used to communicate the company's commitment to
sustainability. Overall audiovisual content was also analysed in order to detect the use
of memes and viral sounds.

Key findings

The analysis shows a variety of companies in the field of consumer goods and services
investing in green communication as a form of sponsorship on the platforms analysed.
These include companies ranging from those marketing personal hygiene products
(@newlifestyleabb and @ethiqueworld) and offering online services (@mirandamorey_
and @uber) to e-commerce platforms focused on second-hand products
(@brennan.kay x @backmarketusa). Preliminary results suggest that product
sponsorship can be inserted into an educational narrative whose purpose is not only to
promote the company but also to inform the user. The main trend is the use of a
narrative that provides information on environmental issues in simple language, almost
offering the product sponsored as a possible solution to the environmental problem
posed. These findings are noteworthy as they demonstrate how company sponsorships
are integrated into a broader narrative involving third-party actors. Presenting the
product as a potential solution to environmental issues aligns the collaboration with the
storytelling used by green influencers, resulting in content that is consistent with their
feed profiles and may contribute to their credibility. However, it is sometimes difficult to
distinguish between green influencer’s genuine environmental efforts and profit-driven
motives. There are signs of a willingness to engage with consumer logics to correct and
guide sustainable capitalism, evident in their promotion of reusable brands and
advocacy of waste reduction but this approach does not challenge liberal norms; waste
reduction is often seen as a minor issue within the broader context of ethical
consumption. Furthermore, the lack of emphasis on collective action could limit the
effectiveness of this form of advocacy. Sustainability issues are of intrinsic public
interest and necessitate collective action. However, the observed behaviour from the
analysis of the interaction with platform’s affordances indicates that users' engagement
remains predominantly at the individual level, indicating a reluctance to actively engage
in public debate and to involve others on issues that require a broad societal response.
TikTok and its video formats are therefore powerful tools for communicating. However,
the articulation of messages related to corporate green goals requires a complex
approach that takes into account the multiple dynamics based on the specific
architecture of the platform.

Further questions

This paper focuses on the content of selected videos, without taking into consideration
the public response. It would be beneficial for future research to investigate user
interaction with diverse content types, in order to understand how these strategies are
seen by consumers and citizens. Which forms of engagement facilitated by platform



affordances are most frequently used by viewers? How do users react/comment on the
sponsored content created by green influencers in collaboration with companies ?
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